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FOREWORD
In 1973, the University of Tennessee Library departed from the
tradition of inviting a distinguished librarian or library educator to
deliver the annual Library Lecture. To mark the twenty-fifth anniver-
sary of the series, a distinguished library user was asked to address the
library community from the viewpoint of one whom the library serves.
Historian Robin W. Winks of Yale University presents an eloquent,
even classic argument for the library's role as collector and repository of
society's records.
Dr. Morris Philipson, publisher and scholar, assesses the complex
economic and intellectual interdependencies of scholar, publisher, and
university administrator in the twenty-sixth lecture. His essay is par-
ticularly enlightening as it treats the problems inherent in the conflict
between quality and quantity during a period of severe economic
dislocation.
Although a third lecture by a non-librarian might have made a neat
trio, the Library chose to return to tradition by calling upon an eminent
practitioner to give the twenty-seventh lecture. Daniel Gore, noted for
his imaginative insights and provocative ideas, provides a challenge, in
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library lecture number twenty-five
UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE LIBRARY, MAY 2, 1973
By Robin W. Winks
Professor of History
Yale University
The Historian, the Detective,
and the Librarian
To ask me, as a historian, to address you on the historian and the li-
brary is truly to bring coals to Newcastle, for the University of Tennes-
see has a long and fine tradition for the strength of its Department of His-
tory, and for the research engaged in by its historians. In addition to its
distinguished contributions to the history of the United States, and of
course to Tennessee history, other fields that leap immediately to mind
include Russian and Chinese history, and the history of Europe in gen-
eral. I cannot imagine that my perception of the nature of the relation-
ship between historian and library will differ to any marked degree from
the Perception held by the historians in your midst. No doubt some of
them are present tonight, and they will speak out if I seriously misrepre-
sent their views.
With the possible exception of the literary scholar, no other univer-
sity-based teacher or researcher can be so dependent upon the library as is
the historian. Historians are bookish individuals, and the library is their
laboratory. To them, the strength of the university will not be measured
by its student-faculty ratio, the number of doctorates held by the faculty,
the presence of Nobel laureates, or the current count in football vic-
tories; rather, strength-for teaching as well as for research, in that
intangible coin of prestige as well as in volume count-will rest in the
size and quality of the library available to the historian. Even as we turn
toward serious contemplation of a no-growth economy, historians
cannot with equanimity contemplate a no-growth library.
Many librarians therefore see the historian as a paradoxical crea-
ture, at once a friend and an enemy. The historian will keep an eye on the
library, will give it his old books, will happily serve on its committees,
and will help provide the pressure that leads university administrations
to look twice before they slice the library's budget. At the same time, his-
torians will be the first to detect that a volume has not been ordered, a
journal not supplied, "an entire area of overwhelming importance" (the
history of barbed wire? the historiography of Tannu Tuva? the news-
papers of Bapu-Tatswana?) somehow ignored. University presidents
know that a library is a bottomless pit, and it is the historians, in particu-
lar, who help make it so. The library is thus caught between the rock and
the hard place, as a colleague of mine from Tennessee so often puts it.
On balance, I think, the library should see that the historian is more
friend than enemy. The historian's complaints are those of a friendly
critic, not coming from that quarter which thinks books are on the way
out or that all knowledge may soon be served from a smorgasbord of
computers. The historian is determined that libraries are here to stay,
and it is the historian who is most likely to defend the role of the library
in higher education, even while barking at librarians who, it may seem,
are too bound by their rules, their categories, and their decimal systems.
One must realize, as I have suggested elsewhere, that the historian
approaches the tasks of his discipline in a manner not unlike that of the
"grand masters of detection," Sherlock Holmes, or Hercule Poirot, or
Nero Wolfe. Consider for a moment the function of Doyle's Doctor
Watson, or Christie's Captain Hastings, and of Stout's Archie Goodwin.
Each is the voice of research, each providing a spoken memorandum, a
report, a playback of an entire conversation verbatim, for the oft-times
stay-at-home detective. Indeed, Agatha Christie has Captain Hastings
tell us more than once that he has an exceptional memory and can thus
repeat word-for-word lengthy conversations he has overheard for the
benefit of the good Belgian's little grey cells, and Rex Stout never fails to
remind us that Archie provides Nero virtually with a photographic
memory. These writers are providing the fictional equivalent of the his-
torian so that they may get on to their deductions and in time their con-
clusions.
The historian must be in a similar position to overhear conver-
sations, to rummage through the discards of the past, to ferret out the na-
tion's attics. The historian is unable to predict in advance the types of
materials that will prove useful to the discipline at a later stage, and the
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more professional the historian, the more he will demand that all
materials should be kept. This is contrary to good management policy,
of course, which suggests a gradual weeding of files, and also contrary to
the reality that many libraries cannot admit new books to their shelves
unless they remove, retire, or store old ones. Since books quickly go out
of date in the sciences, and old scientific treatises are literarily danger-
ous, scholars in the sciences will constantly demand an influx of latest,
revised, updated, and enlarged editions, while the historian is just as
likely to cast his weight in the opposite direction. Certainly the historian
will argue that old texts in science must not be discarded, for how else
can the historian of science reconstruct the conventional wisdom pre-
vailing in chemistry, or physics, or about cell biology, unless those books
are saved? In this sense the disciplines are opposed to each other, and
again the librarian finds himself caught in the middle. This is, one
might add, a strong argument for separating science libraries from those,
in particular, in the humanities, for the modes of their users so clearly
differ.
To do the historian justice, his attitudes toward books may not arise
from his being a historian, but from something earlier in life. You may
have observed that historians tend to be somewhat alike (just as sociolo-
gists, or lawyers, show certain similar tendencies as a professional
group), and it is a nice question as to whether certain personality charac-
teristics led them to gravitate toward history as a discipline, or whether
the lengthy practice of history as a discipline induced in them those
personality characteristics. Both, no doubt. Nonetheless, one suspects
that even by another label, there would be a body of scholars present on
most campuses who would view libraries as cultural depositories, or
quasi archives.
Also to do the historian justice, not many would be so unreasonable
as to demand that all libraries retain all old textbooks. The usual
demand will simply be that some library must do so, and that librarians
have the responsibility to arrange an orderly system among themselves
by which to make these decisions, to advertise these decisions to the
clientele, and then to assure that these decisions are maintained, The old
Farmington Plan did not work well, as we all know-the library
charged with responsibility for Canada clearly does not have the best col-
lection, as the na'ive might expect-and perhaps it was misconceived,
based as it was on national identities. But something akin to this plan is
essential. As a historian, I have the right to know that some Iibrary,
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someplace, is systematically collecting the underground newspapers of
the years 1969 and after, that some library is maintaining a file of (to
drive the point further than many would wish) old comic books, and that
I can dependably turn to some library when I want a 1928 railway time-
table. I also have the right to expect that my reference librarians will
know which library has those timetables, those comic books, or those
underground newspapers.
This brings one to the single greatest bone of contention between
historian and librarians, as I have experienced it. (I have already been
told that this happily is not the case at the University of Tennessee.) Too
many libraries of my acquaintance allow decisions to be made by cat-
aloging departments that ought to be made by bibliographers, reference
librarians, or the historian himself. We all like systems, and most of us
like to work within a system, but we must never forget that systems are
created to serve the needs of human beings, not the reverse. The same
person who will put on intellectual airs by saying that he does not watch
television, or read Time magazine, or habitually take his vacation in the
same spot, will nonetheless happily adopt the anti-intellectual stance
that, if an object cannot be easily cataloged, it should not be cataloged.
This attitude, perhaps taken from Leclerc de Buffon, is sheer buffoonery,
for it asks the person to fit the classification. One is tempted to call it (as
one must call Buffon's classifications) a form of intellectual racism.
Simply put, the cataloger must find a way to make retrievable any
written material that the scholar asks to be made retrievable. It is notfor
the cataloger to set up rules which eliminate from the shelves certain
types of materials, but rather, to find means of placing those items on the
shelf. I do not go so far as to say that if the scholar asks the librarian to
catalog an elephant, the librarian must do so, but I do argue that if the
scholar feels that a collection of railway timetables should be kept (and
how much more awkward, surely, this would be than the usual
ephemera of mimeographed conference reports, newsletters, and the
like, which become the source of friction between cataloger and scholar),
the librarian must find a way to keep them. Librarianship is both an art
and a science; it is a noble profession, but it should not be forgotten that
it is also a service industry.
Someone will now exclaim that I am confusing the function of an
archive with a library, or at the least, of the library's manuscripts room
(or vertical file) with the library's main function, getting books onto the
shelf and from the shelf to the user. I don't think I am doing this. An
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archive is clearly a different place, and I am not suggesting that manu-
scripts, cancelled checks, scrapbooks, piles of loose newspaPer
clippings, or locks of hair in scented envelopes should be part of the cat-
aloger's tasks. There is surely, a common sense degree of difference
between such materials, and the part publications, the roneoed, cyclo-
sty led, Xeroxed, and mimeographed droppings of conferences, or the
twenty-page pamphlet.
There is a beautiful little book by Frances Clarke Sayers. Many of
you will know it. Called Summoned by Books, it tells us-librarians,
educators, historians-why The Tale of Squirrel Nutkin is really so
important. (A cultural historian, unless he is an unblushing elitist, will
tell you that there are no books solely for children. How many of us still
dip into Winnie the Pooh every now and then, perhaps hiding behind
the excuse that we have a child to read it to?) It also asks the librarian to
"be about the profession with the belligerency becoming to happy
warriors." This is a bit fearsome, but itis also right. Mark well, however,
the fact that Frances Sayers calls for belligerency in the defense of books,
and of reading, and of the profession, but never belligerency in the
defense of excluding the reader, the user, utlimately the owner of the
knowledge encased in those books. I know of few historians who have
met librarians of the tyPe described by Jacques Barzun in his Teacher in
America-possessive, suspicious, pouncing, defensive, protective of the
book to the detriment of the user. If they existed, they appear to be gone,
except from a few essentially private libraries and some muniment
rooms in Britain. But is not the cataloger who would deny to the user a
generation hence a brochure on women's rights in Kenya, solely because
that brochure presents a SPecial cataloging problem, or has no Library of
Congress card for it, just as surely showing a defensive possessiveness
over the contents of the library as that caricatured librarian who
allegedly would not let slip into the hands of the child that precious copy
of Squirrel Nutkin7
Let me not be paranoid about catalogers, for I am sure there are none
within hearing who would deny to my son his Nutkin nor to me my 37th
volume of the Jesuit Relations (under appropriate safeguard, of course).
Rather, let me return to my argument about the historian as detective.
And let me say at once that, as with Raymond Chandler or Francis
Clifford or Len Deighton, so too with most of the abler historians, am-
biguity is a way of life.
This may seem a sudden transition to a patently false statement, and
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of little relevance here. Let me show first its truth, and then its relevance.
It is imagined by those who do not daily practice history-and history is
not something one picks up and puts down, like knitting; rather, it is a
way of life, a mode of conduct, and a pattern of thinking that infuses the
totality of the historian-that history is a matter of practical facts, re-
trieved from the past and given, first, a semblance of order and, second,
an interpretive meaning. (If only the first is done, it is called antiquari-
anism, sometimes with unfavorable connotations.) This is so. But it is
equally so that no historian of any subject, even that historian of barbed
wire, can hope to retrieve all of the facts that are relevant to that subject.
Since a process of selection is involved, as well as the reality of the acci-
dent of survival for some facts and the disappearance of other facts, the
historian must apply some criteria for selection. And these criteria will
almost always be ambiguous (unless the historian is an ideologue, a
doctrinaire follower of some foreordained religion or prestated political
or social cause). Even were they not so, the interpretations that follow
upon the retrieval of the alleged facts are found to contain much am-
biguity. In short, the historian (rather like the detective of fiction) shows
an almost divine tension-divine in the sense H.D.F. Kitto meant in his
little book The Greeks-between the exact and the unknown, between
the search for the rational explanation and the knowledge that the ir-
rational may have oPerated, between a desire for absolute truths and a
knowledge that one may attain only operable truths.
Now the public at large thinks that the historian either wants "only
the facts ma'am," or that the historian wants vengeance in that he seeks
to identify who, at base, was to blame for the Civil War, or World War I,
or the rise of capitalism, or the shooting in Dallas. Actually, the his-
torian does not seek vengeance, and he may not even seek justice, but he
can be certain that what he writes will be used for such purposes by the
lay public. This induces in some historians a nervous twitch which leads
them to fight against the destruction of any piece of evidence, however
remote or insignificant, on the ground that all that can be preserved
must be preserved. In other historians-Perhaps the more imagina-
tive kind-it leads to a heightened concern for the retention of as wide a
base of research materials as possible precisely because the results will be
ambiguous, and that ambiguity will be the more refined, the more laden
with nuance, the more evidence one has been able to drawn upon.
The historian usually wants three judgments on his work when it is
finished-that it be true, that it be significant, and that it be interesting.
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Obviously the first is not, in any absolute sense, attainable, so the
historian engages in a series of leaps of faith between his evidence and his
conclusions (some call this intuition, but this, like Providence, is a word
not much admired by twentieth-century historians); like Eliza on the ice,
he hopes the gaps between each ice floe can be made ever smaller, that the
leap of faith between data and conclusion can be narrowed, but he also
knows that the entire exercise has lost its point if the gap disappears en-
tirely. Equally obviously, the second and third of the historian's self-
imposed goals (that his work be significant and that it be interesting)
open the Pandora's box of relativism, for one man's scholarship is an-
other man's pedantry, and as our students tell us, it takes "different
strokes for different folks." The historian thus walks a thin line between
writing for an abstraction called "the audience" (an abstraction, more-
over, that will never come into focus) and writing for himself. Certainly
if he judges the end result to be neither significant nor interesting, he
cannot expect others to do so. The wider he can cast his net, the deeper he
can drive his wedge (or "post-hole," as one generation of social studies
educators had it), the more likely he is to produce conclusions that are
significant and interesting.
The historian needs help to cast his net, and it is the library which
must give this help. Let me give three examples drawn from my own re-
search (not because they are the best examples, but because I know them
most intimately). It is wrong to dignify the first as research, for it did not
arise out of a conscious pursuit of a defined end; still, it illustrates my
point.
As a child I was introduced by my father, who had read them before
me, to the books of Joseph Altsheler, a now generally forgotten writer of
"boys' fiction" who nestles up against John R. Tunis and Ernest
Thompson Seton in my childhood. Altsheler wrote a series of books on
the French and Indian wars. These I found boring. He wrote a variety of
fugitive novels. These too were boring. But most significantly, and
interesting (to me), he also wrote a series of books on the American Civil
War. In general, in fact, he wrote two series, for it was his inspiration to
write of each major (and some minor) battle of that great American
tragedy through the eyes of a young participant from the side of the
South and an equally young participant from the side of the North. This
Billy Yank and Johnny Reb approach to Shiloh, for example, was ex-
pressed through two quite separate views, so that one could read of the
encounter through either Confederate or Federal eyes. He was at least as
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successful as the more pretentious Lawrence Durrell, in The Alexandria
Quartet, in showing how the "truth of events" must be seen through the
eyes of a particular participant, and how that truth was, in truth, dif-
ferent depending upon the angle of vision. To a young boy of ten or so,
this was a stunning vision, and from that time forward my primary inter-
est has been in how different people, different nationalities, different
generations, view the same events, problems and developments. If today
I find it possible as a historian of the British Empire to understand how
Lord Rosebery could have declared himself (in the l800s) proud to be
called an imperialist, and if I am also able to understand why the word
"imperalist" is now a political epithet-and can refrain from choosing
either usage as the correct one-lowe it to Joseph Altsheler. His work led
me to my dissertation, which was on the Civil War a decade and a half
later, as surely as if he had led me by the hand.
But that was not research, you say, and of course it was not. Still, let
me make my point. The reason my father introduced me to Altsheler is
because he found that the books were being discarded by the local li-
brary, for what reason I do not know-because they were too bloody for
the benign sensitivities of little children? (this was before Lord of the
Flies); or because they were tattered and torn and a nuisance with their
rubber bands about them?; or because space was needed for the latest
books on home auto repair? Even today one finds it difficult to find
Altsheler's books in the Yale University Library, despite its fabled seven
million books.
Most historians harbor some interest in historiography-the study
of the history of historical writing. It requires no stretch of the
imagination to see that what Altsheler was up to is what many his-
torians are up to in their historiography seminars. All writing about the
past, whether now proved to be "wrong" or not, reveals how a people felt
about themselves, how their perceptions of their nationality were
shaped. If the first edition of Muzzey is not be be had, how are we to know
what the young were taught, and how our sense of education, of char-
acter development, of relevance, and of an appropriate density of data in
relation to interpretation have changed over the years? Few who are at all
historically minded-and this would include most librarians, I should
think, in that they are "preservationists"-would dispute the need to
preserve excellent examples of the architecture of the past, even if cen-
tral heating and air conditioning have eliminated the dog trot, the high
ceiling, and leaded windows. Those structures that we choose to pre-
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serve are the visible symbols of our invisible past, and one can learn
much about a people from that which they choose to preserve. Equally,
one can learn much about a people, and about a profession, from what it
regards as essential to preserve on the library shelf. To burn a book be-
cause its ideas are outdated is no less an act of censorship than to burn it
because its ideas are threatening.
I promised other examples drawn from research.. Let me return to
those railway timetables. Some years ago I had occasion to worry about
whether William Henry Seward, who was Abraham Lincoln's secretary
of state, could have been in New York City on a certain date. One
newspaper had asserted that Seward was believed to have been seen in a
certain New York tavern, where a small group of plotters was discussing
the buying up of certain Canadian newspapers with a view to having
those papers espouse the cause of annexation to the United States. On
other evidence I was fairly confident that, by the date of this alleged meet-
ing, Seward had given up his annexationist hopes-hopes which had
been manifest a year earlier. I had also come to recognize his hand-
writing from seeing many of his letters, and his signature on a variety of
State Department documents. I had both documents and written testi-
mony to eye-witness evidence that Seward had been at his desk in
Washington early on the day before the alleged New York meeting, and
again late on the day following the meeting. The question, then, was:
Had Seward enough time to get from Washington to New York and back
in the hours allowed?
Quick, to those timetables! In the 1860s they were fragmentary docu-
ments, not printed as they are today, and often in the form of broadsides,
but they did exist, and happy was the researcher who discovered a set of
them! The timetables appeared to show that, by the slightest of margins,
the trick could have been done. So for the time the question of Seward's
guilt was set aside with a Scots verdict of "Not Proven." A month later,
however, a casual browsing of another old newspaper revealed the fact
that on the day of the alleged journey to New York, the main railway
bridge north of Baltimore was out of service. Back to the timetables!
Could Seward have reached New York by traveling on a'n alternate route
through Frederick? The answer was a clear no. And so the weight of the
evidence fell in favor of discounting the story of Seward's plot. A small
matter, perhaps, but not without its significance in the larger story, and
certainly not without its interest, which is to say, fun.
My third example is rather more complex, and the story is not yet
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finished. It turns upon a cemetery in London, and the keeper of the
records of that cemetery. I was interested in finding out whether the
papers of a certain distinguished British colonial administrator had
been destroyed, as his secretary and some subsequent researchers had
asserted was the case. A year earlier, after four years of searching, I had
found a large trove of the paPers of another, less distinguished, British
colonial governor, despite the assertions of two reputable historians in
two excellent books that my man had destroyed his paPers-after all, he
said so himself-and so I was inclined to be skeptical. Victorians, I
reasoned, with their strong sense of duty, their awareness of the sPectre of
time, and their desire to leave something more than baked meats at the
funeral parlor for their grandchildren, did not ordinarily destroy their
papers. Especially did I doubt that major colonial administrators who
believed themselves wronged in public judgment would destroy their
papers, since they believed that time would vindicate them. Such reason-
ing had proved correct in the first instance. Now, in the second search, I
discovered that my man had taken himself away to a seaside resort to
comb through his papers, and it was there that he allegedly destroyed
them. Later, his reputation ruined, he was buried at Brompton Oratory.
The family, for the most part, could not be traced. But who paid for the
upkeep of that grave? Who was charged with placing flowers (even if
plastic) on it each year? The person so charged, or his descendants, might
be the one to whom the papers in question had gone. And so, off to the
cemetery records and to the discovery of the name of this particular
keeper of the flame.
This story has no end. I have not yet found the paPers. I may not find
them. But the story has a beginning and a middle, so far, and it would
not even have these had the cemetery not kept its records and, when they
were found to be burdensome, seen to it that they were deposited else-
where rather than destroyed. This act of preservation required not just
the gift, however, but the acceptance-and had a librarian not been
willing to put an apparently useless and tattered folio on his shelf, how-
ever difficult it proved to catalog, I would not even have hope at this
point.
One could go on almost indefinitely with such instances. The pre-
served register of a guest house in Malaya led me to the knowledge of the
exact date when yet another British colonial administrator stayed in the
highlands, to be assassinated a day later. A box of old roller blinds in the
Public Archives of Canada, through which in an idle moment I found
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myself poking, proved to contain under the last blind the papers of
Guillaume Lamothe, the Canadian jurist who freed the 51. Alban's
raiders and thus set the Canadian-American border aflame with emo-
tion in 1864-65. A single surviving annual report of the Paper Box Com-
pany of Malaya enabled me to spot a trend in Britain's Common Market
negotiations. A box of documents drawn from under a bed, after a week
of negotiations, gave me for the first time the Maori side of the Hau Hau
movement and the rise of the Ringatu Church in New Zealand. The
graffiti scribbled in the margins of multiple library copies of Morley
Callaghan's The Loved and the Lost, a novel of interracial love in Mont-
real, gave me insights into the Canadian reception of the dilemma posed
by Callaghan's writing. Even the old, now abandoned, library checkout
cards, signed by hand, that had survived in The Johns Hopkins Library
when I was a graduate student, revealed titles that had been taken out
(one cannot prove that they were read, of course) by Woodrow Wilson.
Still, one must draw the line somewhere. Perhaps one need not save
the labels off old tin cans. Perhaps high school newspapers cannot be
expected to survive except, one hopes, in the rooms of the principal of
the high school. Perhaps my cancelled checks will never be of interest to
anyone except an Internal Revenue auditor. Perhaps we will suffer no
irreparable loss if the great bulk of repetitious hard-core pornography
cannot be found outside the Kinsey Institute. But let us be certain that we
have immediately pressing, overwhelming, reputable reasons for dis-
carding before we do so, and let us give all interested parties due warn-
ing. And if we decide against keeping Babar, let us be certain that the his-
torian of French colonialism can find those discards at UCLA.
But perhaps I am dwelling on the obvious. We all surely know that
what really counts for the historian is the ability to recapture what
people believed to be true at any given time. It is fine to have historians
who also want to find out what the "objective facts" were, either to prove
how we delude ourselves, or can be led astray by demagogues, the media,
or plain carelessness; yet in the final analysis what really counts, what
truly motivates people, is what they believe to be true. It is this that we
must recapture. And in this the librarian is our indispensable ally. The
great scholars-Holmes the historian and Gibbon the detective-knew
that one must walk over the field of history, must seek out the very place
where the sights and sounds of the past might best be recaptured, but
they did so only after arming themselves with the insights of the library.
11
The great writers all knew that we must collect things, just as most great
collectors have known (lest they be not collectors but misers) that we
must communicate that which we collect. All know that ultimately they
share a common goal-to find out.
History is thus a humanity, in all the humanities' tangled, ambig-
uous, ever proliferating variety. History, if it teaches anything, teaches
us tolerance, by showing how complex all decisions, or even all events
bereft of decision making, were; it provides us with the laughter of frus-
tration, with the joy of eXPerience, with the loneliness of knowing that,
at last, when one reaches the freezing point, only the individual scholar
can decide upon the leap of faith between his data and his conclusions. It
is the librarian who structures the context in which that leap will be
made.
Alas, I have turned serious. Perhaps by now my argument is revealed
as a thing of shreds and tatters; Perhaps it is special pleading; perhaps it
is unrealistic. Surely, though, the historian must, in just such ways, re-
main unrealistic. Perhaps what I have said does not even comprise a
whole, a true address, a proPer twenty-fifth Library Lecture. Perhaps I
should have taken my lead from Pirandello, and called this last hour not
"The Historian, the Detective and the Librarian," but, rather, "Some
Notes in Search of a Speech." If this is the case, preserve the notes, so that
you may be the historian, reassembling to your own needs that which
was said. l
IOriginally it was intended that the printed version of this paper should be drawn from
a tape made at the time of its delivery. The tape proved to be defective, however, and as a re-
sult, numerous asides and further examples of arguments outlined here, that were intro-
duced into the lecture, have been omitted. I should like to thank all those associated with
the University of Tennessee Library, and with that university's Department of History, for
the invitation they extended to me, for the hospitality they showed me during my visit to
Knoxville, and for their patience afterwards in awaiting the final typescript.
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library lecture number twenty-six
UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE LIBRARY, APRIL 30, 1974
By Morris Philipson
Director
University of Chicago Press
The Quality of
Scholarly Writing and Scholarly
Publishing in America Today
If one expects that the question implicit in the topic suggested for
this paper-namely: How good is the quality of scholarly publishing in
the United States today?-is a question to be answered on a scale of aca-
demic grades from A to F or even on the easy out of grading Pass or Fail,
the answer is "that is not possible to do," for the simple reason that no-
body knows enough in order to evaluate so wide a range of endeavors in a
manner even remotely approaching accuracy or adequacy.
University presses are caricatured as publishing hard-core pedantry.
In a sense it is true, let's say, as true as it is for academics to be caricatured
as determined to learn more and more about less and less. These are
unsympathetic descriptions of the value of specialization. If you have no
interest in the intellectual study of literature, what can you do but laugh
at the appearance of a scholarly monograph on the role of the confi-
dante in six novels of Henry James? If you have no interest in history,
what can you do but sneer at the appearance of a 600-page book selling
for $17.50 on the influence of Roman Law on the governance of the Holy
Roman Empire? If you have no interest in sociology, or psychology, or
political science, nothing published by scholars working in those dis-
ciplines of thought will be of any val ue to you. But then, you are unsym-
pathetic because you are outside looking in. Only if you are interested in
what goes on inside can you become qualified to concern yourself with
the quality of such works, or such publishing ventures.
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On a practical level, it seems to me that every question of quality im-
plies a distinction between the intrinsic value of a performance or an
event or an object and its extrinsic value, its significance, implications,
or ramifications. It is not so much that this is an elusive distinction as it
is a subtle and difficult operation of the intelligence to see things
somehow "in themselves" separable from seeing them "in their conse-
quences."
From the publisher's point of view, I would say immediately that if
one isolates the operations involved with the production of a physical
object-namely the design, the composition, the printing, binding,
jacketing of a stock of books, in other words, the operations that are
conventionally thought of under the term "printing"-from the rest of
the operations that take place in a publishing house, then the functions
that are unique to publishing are those of selection, editing, and copy
editing. Then if you ask what the quality is of such publishing opera-
tions in the United States today for scholarly writing, whether the pub-
lisher is a university press or a commercial house, it would be fair to
assert that it is very high indeed "in itself," given any number of cri-
teria-whether it is how many books of this sort win awards, are finan-
cial successes, redound to the prestige of the author by their immediate
acceptance which advances a field of knowledge, or, by their con-
troversial nature, indirectly move a body of thought forward. But when
one asks about its "significance," the question takes on the coloration of
doubt regarding "what it's all about," what it is for, what its long-range
purpose IS.
A challenging way in which that question has been stated was made
by Chester Kerr, director of The Yale University Press, quoted in the May
7, 1972 New York Times Book Review: "Too many books are pub-
lished. The whole system that requires scholars to be measured by pub-
lication is responsible for more books than are wanted....Too damned
many inferior works are published just to get promotion." In the
assumptions of that statement lie the tacit implications of the peculiar
interrelationship that constitutes the essence of scholarly publishing. It
is a triangular relationship. One angle consists of the scientist's or
scholar's point of view. The second angle consists of the administrator's
point of view, especially if it is the same executives who decide upon the
scope, let alone the viability, both of the university press and its faculty
appointments, especially tenured appointments. And the third angle,
completing the triangle, is the publisher's point of view.
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Each of the three has a financial dimension. The publisher's pri-
mary responsibility, that of selection, is conditioned by whatever budget
he is allowed to operate within, determining how many books he can
publish and in what ways. The university administrator's primary fi-
nancial consideration is how many faculty members he can afford to ap-
point and at what salaries. The scientist's or scholar's concern is for his
own financial well-being and the development of his career, which will
be reflected by changes in salary. We are dealing here with the difference
between possibilities and actualities. Financial considerations can never
determine the quality of work produced. If a press can afford to publish
fifty books in a given year, that in no way will guarantee that it will
publish fifty good books, any more than the resources of a university
allowing it to hire twenty new faculty members this year will guarantee
that it will hire twenty good faculty members. By the same token the
scholar's ability to undertake writing a manuscript will not guarantee
that he or she will complete a publishable book. In other words, the
general conditions that make anyone of these oPerations possible is
functionally separable from the talent, the judgment, the Persistence, the
character of the execution, and the good luck that make the results
thoroughly worthwhile, successful, and sound.
What is of the essence and, in itself, brings about this triangular re-
lationship among scholar, university administrator, and publisher is the
single shared purpose of advancing human knowledge through
research, teaching, and enhancing the character of intellectual life. And
this singularity of purpose is expressed by each one of the three angles of
the triangle through the necessity to make selections. The scholar's ques-
tion to himself is: "What shall I write?" The publisher's question is:
"What shall I publish?" The administrator's question is: "Whom shall I
appoint to and support on the faculty?" That is to say: What is the best I
can do? What is the best I can select to do out of what is possible? How to
arrive at the answer?
Allow me to read an excerpt from a report of the University of Chi-
cago's Committee on the Criteria of Academic Appointments. This is a
report originally published in 1972 as a policy statement of a university
governing body appointed by the university's president, of which
Professor Edward Shils was chairman. In the section entitled
"Procedural Matters," the following statements can be found: "The
Committee thinks that the criterion of distinction in research should be
gIven the greatest weight" in regard to the selection of candidates for
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appointment to the faculty.} All academic appointments to university
faculties, it goes on to say, "should, whenever it is at all possible, be made
on the basis of careful study by members of the appointive body of the
publications and other written work of the candidate, and of written
assessments where desirable, by outside referees or consultants, which
assess originality, rigor, and fundamental significance of the work and
which estimate the likelihood that the candidate is or will become a
leading figure in his field." Obviously, those criteria are meant to
include both the intrinsic and extrinsic values of the writings of a scholar
and of his character. "Originality" and "rigor" refer to the intrinsic
quality of the writings, "fundamental significance of the work" implies
the ramifications, the consequences, the uses to which the work might be
put; but reference to whether (as indicated in the estimate of the likeli-
hood that) the candidate will become a leading figure in his field has to
do with an insight into the person's promise, that is to say, into the
possible future development of the scholar as a writer and a teacher. If
anyone is under the misconception, the delusion that this is an
exclusively rational process, this policy statement should be enough to
indicate that it depends at least half upon the art of prophecy, which is
not considered a scientific discipline. But the kind of prophecy asked for
by faculty appointment committees and university press editorial staffs
is the same as that asked of the scholar with regard to his own intellec-
tual development-namely, to see into the needs for what would be best
for the university, the press, and the scholar's discipline and try to place
his bets on the gamble as he foresees it, knowing, as the wisdom of eXPer-
ience soon enough makes a certainty, that one does not win on every
gamble. Every administrator who has been involved in appointing to a
position of tenured membership on a faculty a person who has become a
millstone around the neck of that university knows what I am talking
about. There is a sense in which that experience is public knowledge.
Every publisher eXPeriences a similar letdown through the instances of
the books that he thought were good and ought to be published which
turn out to be duds. That too is rather commonly recognized. But less
well known, though equally true as every scholar in the privacy of his
IThis should be supplemented by the comment that: "Research might better be called
'search,' a term more accurately descriptive of an activity all college and university profes-
sors III llst engage in. Research is a narrower term, describes a more specialized activity, and
does not accurately define the wide range of creation and exploration, analysis and syn-
thesis, speculation and reflection, appropriate to students and faculty in the college and
university."-The Recognition and EvaltUltion of Teaching by Kenneth Eble, p. 4.
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own experience knows, is the disappointment of investment in a re-
search or speculative project which has not borne fruit, or has atrophied.
With these considerations in mind, one can return to Chester Kerr's
challenging statement that "Too damned many inferior works are pub-
lished just to get promotion" and consider that, now, in the light of the
Shils report on Criteria of Academic Appointments. If they are "infer-
ior," then why should any press publish them? Obviously, they might be
inferior either intrinsically-in how a problem was conceived, how an
argument was structured, or how ineffectually the language was made
use of-or extrinsically-in the sense that, while the scholarship itself
may be good and the rhetoric effective, they are of no importance outside
of themselves; they are of no significance; they have no ramifications. Al-
most no publisher brings out a scholarly work on his own say-so ex-
clusively. While he may be attracted to a particular manuscript, either
because it satisfies a personal interest or because he thinks it will be a
money-maker or because he is a friend of the author's or for whatever
extenuating circumstance which may be influencing him, he will never-
theless attempt to have a professional referee evaluate the work as a con-
tribution to its field and to assess its potential significance. I did once
have the disconcerting experience of debating with a fellow university
press director who raised what I assumed was a rhetorical question of
whether we are not acting as censors and exercising censorship every
time we decline to publish a manuscript that is submitted to us. From my
point of view, that assumption is to reduce publishers to clerks, elimi-
nating the process of selection and pretending that financial limitations
do not exist. I should also point out that this sense of significance is
voiced in the Shils Committee on the Criteria of Academic Ap-
pointments, just as it is reflected in my remarks about individual publi-
cations. The statement in that report reads: "Appointive commitees in
considering candidates should reflect not only on the candidate's ca-
pacity for development to eminence in his subject but the prospective vi-
tality and continued significance of the candidate's main interest." It is
important that departments should not become graveyards for subjects
which have lost their importance.
All the foregoing remarks, whether in respect to a scholar's choice of
subject matter, the nature of his intellectual interests, the administra-
tor's choices with regard to faculty appointments, or the publisher's
choices with regard to selection of manuscripts, point up the inter-
dependence-or rather, the social nature-of the scholarly enterprise.
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No scholar is operating in a void. He is operating within a tradition, and
the intrinsic character of his writings to be assessed for their "original-
ity" and "rigor" are to be judged according to the standards of the
tradition to which he means to contribute. Were he totally original, were
he absolutely unique, he would be writing in a language that only he
could understand. That is no more appropriate to the scholarly voca-
tion than for him to be totally rigorous, which would assume that within
any given discipline, there is only one, absolutely acceptable method
through which the originality of his thought might be demonstrated,
which is not true. On the contrary, what is meant by the quality of schol-
arly writing requires that the originality, the rigor, and the fundamental
significance of the work are all able to be evaluated within the tradition
in which the scholar has chosen to operate.
This is at the heart of the concept of quality. Quantities may be
measured by counting. They serve to answer the question: "How
many?" Qualities cannot be measured numerically, although one at-
tempts to speak of differences of degree, let us say, in the quality of the
writing in one manuscript as compared with another. But such "de-
grees" of difference is metaphoric, not literal. The question being asked
is not how many nor how much but "How good?" There is no
thermometer for gauging how "hot" a property any particular manu-
script might be. No numbering system exists for how rough or how
smooth, that is, how uncultivated or how polished; no scale is available
for determining how lightweight or how heavy. All uses of the term
"quality" imply analogical thinking. How like another book is this
book? If it is exactly like another book, it is plagiarized. If it is totally
unlike any other book, it is incomprehensible. Therefore, to use such
standards as those of originality, rigor, and significance means to
employ the knowledge of the most appropriate other books dealing with
similar or identical subject matter and using similar or identical
methods. Those who have the widest and most accurate knowledge of
such an appropriate body of thought for the purposes of comparison and
contrast are the ones who can make the most precise evaluations of the
quality of a new work. That would be the functional definition of "an
authority." Fortunately or not, it follows that the more rigorous the
methods have become, the easier it is for originality to be determined, but
the smaller the range for "fundamental significance" to have play. This
has become true of all the hard sciences. It is what makes relative cer-
tainty of judgment within the hard sciences very much more feasible
than in either the humanities or the social sciences. In a brute sense, the
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hard sciences have become cumulatively progressive. Within the
humanities as within the social sciences, there is still the element of each
scholar reinventing the wheel. But this has a most valuable advantage,
because only one who has reinvented the wheel knows what obstacles
had to be overcome in order to anive at that invention, knows how differ-
ent it is from other means of trying to transport an object. In that sense,
only he knows what it's worth.
But for a scholarly publisher to complain that "inferior" works are
published is a little like a commercial publisher complaining about
bringing out everything other than a best seller. The fact is that if you
make enough wrong guesses, you go out of business-whether you are a
scholar whose career simply goes downhill, or a publisher whose press
goes into receivership. But unless or until that happens, you are in the
position of having to make selections. From the point of view of the
scholarly publisher, there are three kinds of manuscripts. The first kind
is the one that is irresistible, the one that is superior, the one that is a
significant and original contribution and appropriate to his list and
that, it goes without saying, he will necessarily publish. That one is easy.
There is the second class-books that are unpublishable by any-
body-so obviously inferior either in content or in style that no one can
take them seriously. But the largest class, the one that makes for the most
work, are the books that seem to be promising but are either poorly
organized or poorly written-that seem to be appropriate for that
publisher's list but need improving in order to be considered good
enough. And here we come to a more manageable problem with regard
to the question of the quality of scholarly writing today.
To say that we are victims of the age of specialization is to say that we
are victims and either we will accept that passively or rise against it with
a fury. Allow me to tell you of an incident that occurred to me some years
ago. When I was workingat Columbia University on my doctorate, I was
an instructor at Hofstra College in the English department. I taught a
course to freshman students-I7- or I8-year old boys and girls-in 1957.
There was one boy who seemed bright and conscientious but who was
not doing as well as he should have done. I spoke to him after class one
day, asking him what he had read in his English literature course in his
last year of high school. He replied by saying that the course included a
number of short stories and some essays and some plays by Shakespeare.
That is, he said, the plays were by Shakespeare but someone had put
them into poetry. That stands for me as the paradigmatic instance of the
effects of specialization in the world we live in. That boy had been raised
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to think that there are some people who write plays and there are other
people who write poems and, therefore, if the Shakespeare that he read
was in the form of poetry and Shakespeare was the playwright, then
someone else must have made them into poetry.
Similarly, there is an appalling misconception moving through the
academic world, more or less like a flood tide rising, that carries with it
the false assumption that a scholar who is concerned with originality
may be responsible for knowing a great deal about his discipline and his
research but is not responsible for being a good writer. The entire "serv-
ice" of copy editing throughoutAmerican publishing houses fosters the
misconception that while the scholar may write any jargon that he sees
fit to produce, somebody else will put it into acceptable English prose.
This is a gross distortion of the prospects and possibilities for scholarly
publishing. It appears to be like a naIve belief in Santa Claus, or like a
spoiled child syndrome that says: I've made a mess but someone else will
clean it up. The fact is thatan editor can no more tamper with a scholar's
writing than he can with a scholar's mind, for the obvious truth is that
writing is a form of thinking in public, and if the demonstration of what
a scholar has come to think is badly formed and therefore doomed to
misinterpretation because it has not been presented effectively, it is his
thinking that is wrong-and the distinction between the so-called value
of his thought and its presentation in his writing is a totally erroneous
separation. From the publisher's point of view, it is entirely justified to
say that if a man cannot write well, he does not think well. It reduces him
to the level of the inarticulate taxi driver who makes an incomplete sen-
tence, turns to you and says, "You know what I mean?" To say that is
equivalent to asking, "Do you comprehend what it is I imagine I under-
stand, despite the fact that I have not articulated it to you-or even to my-
self-as a convincing argument, for just as it is inchoate it is without
demonstration and without evidence?" It is the equivalent of saying, "I
have an intuition of what I 'mean' and, now, with the bare hints I've
thrown out to you, do you have the same intuition?" This can never be
good writing, and it goes without saying that it is dreadful scholarship.
To learn to write well is to learn how to think well, and for the scholar it
is the equivalent to saying, to learn how to be a good scholar.
In the foreseeable future, there is no guarantee that many publishers
will continue to maintain the "service" of copy editors for incompetent
writers. But that is not to say that no one is willing to gamble on inferior
work. Obviously, from Mr. Kerr's statement, inferior works do get pub-
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lished just as well as good ones do, I suppose as a further reinforcement
of our belief in a free market-in this instance, of the intellect. Some peo-
ple will take a gamble on anything, while they happen to have the
money. It is now, when the money is hard to come by, that the choice of
what is gambled on becomes more selective.
The scholar's question to himself may well be: What is it that I can
do that can make its way for itself, and make my career for me in the
world of scholarship? The administrator's question is: Whom must I
choose to man the faculties of my university in order for it to be a de-
sirable institution? And the scholarly publisher's question is: Which
works must I publish in order for my press to be a viable organization?
The free market for the life of the mind will answer all three questions.
Some scholars will get out of scholarship. Some universities will de-
cline; some scholarly publishings houses will go out of business. In ef-
fect, the quantitative response in terms of the needs of others will de-
termine the evaluation of the quality of the scholarship, the university,
and the publisher. One may have his doubts about the supply and
demand theory for economics, but there is no doubt that it is perfectly
adequate for explaining the operation of a free market in scholarship.
\Vhat nobody wants, nobody buys,
Recently I took part in a symposium, entitled Scholarly Publishing
and Academic Reward, in which an extremely sensitive and interesting
man in charge of the Committee for the Evaluation of Teaching, Profes-
sor Kenneth Eble of the University of Utah, struck silent everyone
present with the question, "How many authorities on the seventeenth-
century English lyric does a society need?" The implication of the ques-
tion was of enormous significance, both for the nature of our society and
for the character of our universities. The answer that seems implicit is: as
many as it can afford. But what will determine how many authorities on
the seventeeth-century English lyric our society can afford? A different
answer would be: as many as enhance its intellectual life. What looks
like a question of quantity relative to resources is entirely a question of
quality relative to goals. A highly programmatic, determinedly "ra-
tional" society such as the Soviet Union might answer that only one au-
thority on the seventeenth-century English lyric is needed in any so-
ciety-or by extension, anywhere in the world at anyone time-which is
to fudge the issue that authorities disagree, doctors disagree, and pre-
cisely what makes for an authority is the possibility of recognizing an
alternative to accepted or established interpretations.
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In sum, the quality of scholarly publishing in this country today is
high but limited by what this society is willing to subsidize. By the same
token, the quality of scholarship as judged by the criterion of scholarly
writing is fairly high but haphazard; the difference between what is of
intrinsic value and what is of significance-that is to say, of importance
over and above itself-is to be understood only in respect to what the
society that will fund it, support it, finance it comes to believe is of value
to it. There is a cynical proverb of political science to the effect that a so-
ciety gets the government it deserves, but it is not cynical-it is an objec-
tive, neutral fact-to say that a society gets the scholarly publications it is
willing to pay for. Every scholar, every university administrator, every
university press in this country today must determine whether it is living
in the real world or in some hothouse sanctuary. The danger of the hot-
house existence is in the arbitrariness of the baronial lord who may
decide next Tuesday to go in for stamp collecting instead, or have the
greenhouse demolished to make way for hot-rod motor car racing. We
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The View from the
Top of the Tower of Babel:
Prospects for Academic Library Growth
in the Near Future
"And they said, Go to, let us build usa
city, and a tower, whose top may reach
unto heaven; and let us make us a
name, lest we be scattered abroad upon
the face of the whole earth."
-Genesis 11:4
PROLOGUE
You might imagine that wha t I am seeing, from my lookout post on
the Tower of Babel, is some glorious spectacle on the far horizon, a
bright vision of libraries with stacks mounting heavenward, their num-
bers multiplying to reach from one end of the horizon's arc to the other,
an endless replication of Babel Towers.
But I am seeing no such thing.
For I am looking not far out but down deep, straight down to the
foundations of the Tower of Babel. And what I see going on down there,
dim but certain, is something that concerns me mightily, situated as I
Copyri~htC) 1976 by Daniel Gore
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am-along with the rest of you-at the tiptop of this cloudshouldering
Tower.
I see some People carefully removing the foundation stones one by
one. And already the mildest zephyr sends tremors through this ancient
wordhouse.
The pioneer who is leading that quiet undermining eXPedition is
unknown to most of us in the Tower, working mainly out of sight be-
neath the walls. But soon that work will receive the clamorous attention
it calls for, when the Tower begins to tilt.
For those pioneers look capable and determined to me, and what I'm
thinking is, I'd better climb down from this perilous height while there
is still time, and see up close what they are doing with our foundation
stones.
It feels to me now like this old building is about to come tumbling
down. And the place I want to be before it falls is on the ground, scout-
ing sites for a new building that will have more of reason and restraint in
its design, and less of pride than that old Tower did. Something to make
us not a name, but a mission more modestly fitted to human needs, and
human capacities, than the storming of heaven this Tower was built for.
Here endeth the Prologue.
A funny thing haPPened on the way to the biggest building boom in
library history. Book collections grew faster than the new space to hold
them, so when the boom was over the aggregate space problem of aca-
demic libraries was a little worse than it was at the beginning. During
the roughly eight-year span of the rise and fall of the boom, some 570
new or expanded library buildings sprang up on the campuses of four-
year and graduate institutions around the nation. It was, in the
exuberant words of Jerrold Orne, "the greatest flowering of academic li-
brary building eXPerience this country has ever known or is likely to
see."l
lJerrold Orne, "The Renaissance of Academic Library Building, 1967-71," Library
Journal, Dec. 1, 1971, p. 3947. The quoted passage refers to the five-year period 1967-71.
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From its beginning in 1967 to its tag end in 1974, the boom gen-
erated new building space to accommodate 163 million more volumes.
But while it was boom times for buildings, it was flush times for acquisi-
tions, and aggregate collection growth over the same time span came to
166 million volumes-three million more than the frenzied builders of
Babel were able to provide new space fOLi. So even in the best of times, our
celebrated capacity to achieve a bricks and mortar solution to geometric
collection growth could not quite measure up to our traditional ability
to achieve a problem.
Are we not facing here a dilemma like the one that formerly baffled
the traffic engineers in Manhattan? They believed that widening the
streets would ease traffic congestion. So they tried it, and found that the
traffic jams continued unabated-but they occurred on a grander scale
than before, because two automobiles in Jersey or Long Island were al-
ways poised, waiting to fill up each new space created by trimming the
sidewalks of New York.
I am reminded here of the obnoxious metaphor used several decades
ago by the Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset, in his essay
entitled "The Mission of the Librarian."3 Ortega declares that the
modern librarian's mission, something "incomparably higher" than the
missions of the past, is to "become a policeman, master of the raging
book." "Is it too Utopian," Ortega asks, "to imagine in a not too distant
future librarians held responsible by society for the regulation of the pro-
duction of books, in order to avoid the publication of superfluous ones
and, on the other hand, to guard against the lack of those demanded by
the complex of vital problems in every age? ..And let no one offer me the
foolish objection that such an organization would be an attack upon lib-
erty....The collective organization of book production has nothing to
do with the subject of liberty, no more nor less than the need which has
demanded the regulation of traffic in the great cities of today."
Ortega wrote those words forty years ago, worrying not about the
space problems of libraries, but the bibliographical burdens of scholars.
"There are already too many books," says he. "Even when we drasti-
2 See Appendix (by Claudia Schorrig) for analytical details. Certain turns of phrase have
also been adapted here from Miss Schorrig's paper.
3Jose Ortega y Casset, "The Mission of the Librarian," trans. James Lewis and Ray
Carpenter, Antioch Review, XXI, 2 (Summer 1961), 133-54. Reprinted as a separate article
in 1961 by G.K. Hall.
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cally reduce the number of subjects to which man must direct his atten-
tion, the quantity of books that he must absorb is so enormous that it
exceeds the limits of his time and his capacity of assimilation....At the
same time, it also hapPens that in all disciplines one often regrets the
absence of certain books, the lack of which holds up research." Too
many books and too few.
Nothing is so resistible as an idea whose time is past. Ortega's invita-
tion to librarians to become traffic cops, censors of the press, found no
takers, at least in the free world; but the dilemma that prompted him to
extend it-the existence of both too many books, and too few-deserves
close attention, for it lies at the heart of the most urgent problem facing
academic librarians today, though not in exactly the way Ortega
imagined.
In a very few years the majority of academic libraries will own more
books than they can shelve, yet half the time they are unable to deliver the
books they already own to a patron who wants them. Too many books
and too few.
Too many books I The very thought is so heretical to an academic li-
brarian' I never allowed myself to think it until I realized, about a year
ago, that the library I direct at Macalester College was swiftly running
out of space, while the prosPects for a new building were running away
with rampant inflation and a receding economy. In that limited, acci-
dental sense, we would soon know the spatial reality of too many books.
And so it seems, will a great many other academic libraries. In the
last two waning years of the building boom-1973 and 1974-newly cre-
ated shelving capacity came to only 25 million volumes nationwide,
while collections grew by 41 million. And with capital funds for new
construction at the vanishing point, while acquisition budgets remain
fairly stable, since they account for only 1 percent or so of a college or
university's total budget, the majority of American academic libraries
must infallibly run completely out of space over the next few years.
Too many booksl Not just for my library, but for yours and prac-
tically everyone else's as well. And at the same time too few books to meet
the ordinary needs of our readers. As I pondered that paradox, and en-
visioned the mounting frustration of our patrons when no more books
could be added to a collection that already seemed too small, I began to
ask myself whether there might not in fact be such a thing as "enough"
books, and, if so, whether such a quantity would turn out to be a fixed
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and unchanging sum, or only a temporal baseline from which further
growth would always be necessary. Oddly enough, even if you gen·
erously construe "enough" books to be one copy of all the books in the
world, you will discover that it is "too few" books for your readers, for
they would still fail half the time to find the book they want when they
want it.
Thinking of such a total library, and its unexPected disappoint·
ments, I remember the haunting words in Jorge Luis Borges' surrealist
story "The Library of Babel."4 Borges, you will recall, was for some
years director of the National Library of Argentina. Here is his fantasti-
cal account of the total library:
Everything is there: the minute history of the future, the
autobiographies of the archangels, the faithful catalogue of the
Library, thousands and thousands of false catalogues, a demon-
stration of the fallacy of the true catalogue, the Gnostic gOSPel of
Basilides, the commentary on this gospel, the commentary on
the commentary on this gOSPel, the veridical account of your
death, a version of each book in all languages, the interpola·
tions of every book in all books.
When it was proclaimed that the Library comprised all
books, the first impression was one of extravagant joy. All men
felt themselves lords of a secret, intact treasure. There was no
personal or universal problem whose eloquent solution did not
exist-in some hexagon. The universe was justified, the uni-
verse suddenly expanded to the limitless dimensions of
hope....
But the searchers did not remember that the calculable pos-
sibility of a man's finding his own book, or some Perfidious
variation of his own book, is close to zero....
The uncommon hoPe was followed, naturally enough, by
deep depression. The certainty that some shelf in some hex-
agon contained precious books and that these books were
inaccessible seemed almost intolerable.
4Jorge Luis Borges, "The Library of Babel," in his Ficciones, ed. Anthony Kerrigan
(New York: Grove Press, 1962), 79-88.
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Who but a librarian could have written such a pungent corrective to
the vain notion that a vast library must yield unbounded joy? Who but a
librarian could so exactly prefigure the melancholy outcome of research
library expansion in the twentieth century? Depressed scholars tell
puzzled administrators that the Harvard Library of today, with its nine
million volumes, is less adequate to its users now than a century ago,
when it was a tiny fraction of that size.
Too many books, and too few. Trying to slip through those horns,
or failing that, to saw them off, I remembered reading, nearly a decade
ago, an astonishing statistical theory of library use published by an in·
dustrial engineer named R.W. Trueswel1.5 Among other unsettling
heresies, Trueswell blandly predicted that one could remove nearly half
of an academic library's collections and reduce the holdings of wanted
books by only a trifling I percent. "By God this is impossiblel" I said, re·
peating Thomas Hobbes's famous exclamation upon first reading Eu·
did's geometry. Reading Euclid made a philosopher out of Hobbes.
Reading Trueswell has made an optimist out of me, for his remarkable
discoveries light the way to a sovereign remedy both for our space and
our performance problems.
Trueswell discovered in his elaborate investigations of library use
that the best criterion for predicting future demand on any book is its last
recorded circulation date-not the number of times it was borrowed, nor
language of text, nor date of publication, nor subject matter, but simply,
and eloquently, the last date it was used. The criterion itself has found
little favor among librarians since Trueswell announced it ten years ago.
And no wonder. For one's immediate impression is that it has no more
relevance to future demand than does the color of the binding.
Trueswell, being an engineer, has never exerted himself to explicate a
statistical phenomenon that I suppose is self-evident to engineers but
inscrutable to librarians.
A practical illustration may help. Assume a library that has a
thousand books returning from loan each day. Looking at the date-due
slips daily in those books, you discover that all but ten have circulated at
5 Trueswell has published a number of papers over the last ten years elaborating his sta-
tistical theory of optimal collection size. The principal study is R.W. Trueswell, Analysis
of Library User Circulation Requirements, Final Report, January, 1968. N.5.F. Grant
GNO 435.
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least once in the last seven years, in addition to the current loan. You
continue your survey for several weeks, getting essentially the same re-
sults, and so conclude that I percent, or ten out of a thousand, of your
current and predictably all future loans will consist of books that had not
previously circulated once in the last seven years. Thus you may also
predict that if you removed from your collections all books whose last
circulation date is seven years ago or longer, you would lower the hold-
ings rate of wanted books in your library by exactly I percent.
The criterion takes on immense practical value when you discover
what percentage of books in your collection exhibit a last-circulation-
date of seven-plus years. Trueswell's investigations in several libraries
indicate you will find perhaps 30 percent of your collection falling into
that category.6 If that is so, then removing that part of your collection
will lower your holdings rate of wanted books by an imperceptible I
percent.
Trueswell chose an unfortunate time to publish his theories, for the
Zeitgeist of the sixties favored only those who could find ways to make li-
braries bigger. Everything in academia was expanding in those
days-not least the appetite for vainglory-and Trueswell excited no
more interest than a mountain climber who scales a sand dune. Then as
now, for a librarian to propose to any faculty a strategy for reducing
holding rates by even I percent was a sure invitation to professional ruin.
So Trueswell was heeded only by the theorists, who had nothing at stake
except a reputation for mathematical competence, and that was never in
jeopardy. The logic of Trueswell's formulations is absolute, unassail-
able.
Along with his discovery that vast numbers of academic library
books get little or no use, Trueswell corroborated an inversely related
phenomenon that others had observed, though it too has elicited scant
practical response, namely the fact that a small portion of any library
collection is in such heavy demand that these books are often unavail-
able when wanted-so often that the average rate of unavailability for all
6In at least one library Trueswell found that only 40 percent of the collection accounted
for 99 percent of the recorded use, but he believes that to be at the far end of the rang-e for all
libraries. To be on the extremely conservative side, I have based illustrations in this paper
on the assumption that 70 percent of a collection will account for 99 percent of recorded
use, an assumption that should meet or exceed any actual library's use pattern.
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wanted books owned by an academic library appears to be in the range of
50 percent.
Think about that one for a moment, for it is the practical c1ue to our
escape from the Tower of Babel, whose foundation stones Dr. Trueswell
has been pulling out from under us. Fifty percent of the cataloged books
your patrons want are not available when they want them. Placed
against that giant scale of failure, the I percent drop in availability that
would result from removing 30 percent of your collection looks ab-
surdly inconsequential. Indeed it is, except where money and building
space are concerned. For the avoidance of that I percent drop is costing
you many times what it would cost by other means to bring the avail-
ability rate of books you own from a dismal 50 percent to a gratifying 90
percent.
Avoiding that I percent drop, or trying to gain a percent in a mature
library's holdings rate, necessitates the endless and unproductive addi-
tion of new floors to the Tower of Babel. For it is with groups of readers
as with individuals: they can only read so many books in a lifetime; to
provide more than that number in the library merely increases the
weight of ballast.
The law of diminishing returns applies with astonishing force to
the growth of library collections. Doubling the number of titles in a li-
brary of any size will add not 100 percent to its actual usefulness, but
something more on the order of, say, lor 2 percent. On the other hand,
keeping its size constant while periodically revising its stock in response
to actual reader demand can have the effect of doubling its utility.
To help you grasp the plausibility of these impossible-sounding
generalizations, indulge me for a moment while I recite a simple
illustration I have used elsewhere. First let me define for you a few essen-
tial unfamiliar terms I will be using.
Holdings rate: By this I mean the percent of all books your patrons
want to read that are held by your library.
Availability rate: The percent of wanted books held by the library
that are available on your shelves when your patrons want them.
Performance rate: This is the product of holdings rate times avail-
ability rate, and it measures the percentage of all books your patrons may
want that are on the shelves when they want them.
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The performance rate, which is what your patrons really care about,
is poor, but probably typical. You decide to improve it by miraculously
creating the total Library of Babel, right down to the commentary on the
commentary on the Gnostic Gospel of Basilides. Everything is there, and
your holdings rate climbs to 100 percent. The first impression is one of
extravagant joy. But your performance rate moves only from 45 to 50 per-
cent because you did nothing to improve the availability rate. The rela-
tively few high-demand books are still off the shelf more than half the
time your patrons want them, so they perceive things now to be even
worse than before, because they must walk ten times as far to suffer about
the same number of disappointments. The uncommon hope was fol-
lowed, naturally enough, by deep depression.
Now let's go the other way 'round to improve the performance rate
by lowering the holdings rate and raising the availability rate.
Since our library is already 100 percent loaded, with no money in
sight for a new building, we start by removing 300,000 volumes from the
collection, using the Trueswell criterion of last circulation date to en-
sure removal of only the low-demand books. The holdings rate drops
just I percent, from 90 to 89, and nobody can tell the difference-yet.
Then we identify among the remaining volumes those that need multi-
ple copies to lift the availability rate from 50 to 90 percent. Computer
simulation indicates we need 100,000 multiples to do this, and we buy
them, and there is plenty of space to shelve them now, after removing the
300,000 little-used books. Collection size has shrunk to 800,000 volumes,
and the performance rate leaps from 45 to 81 percent.
The Tower of Babel has fallen to the ground, but few mourn its loss,
because the new library that replaces it, which I shall call the Phoenix,
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satisfies real, measurable patron demand at nearly twice the level of its
predecessor. And at a small fraction of its cost.
The keePers of the Tower of Babel may forever lament its passing,
because their ambition to storm heaven and make a name for themselves
has been crushed in the rubble. By the waters of Babylon they will hang
up their harps and weep, but their patrons never had any wish to storm
heaven. All they wanted was certain books-not an indiscriminately
overwhelming heap of books-just the books they wanted to read. In the
new Phoenix they are twice as successful in finding them.
This new Phoenix is both self-regenerating and self-limiting. Its
content is ever changing, but never growing. As new books and
multiples of books are added to the collection, older books (and multi-
ples) are continually removed from the library by the ongoing applica-
tion of the Trueswell criterion, keeping outflow in precise equilibrium
with intake. When holdings and availability rates are kept constant, col-
lection size becomes a function of enrollment and breadth of curricu-
lum. Assuming they will fluctuate only within narrow limits, you have
achieved a no-growth library, and may keep it so indefinitely, while de-
livering twice the service you provided in the old Library of Babel.
What I am proposing may sound disagreeably mechanistic, high-
minded, and insensitive to the rich variety of human interests a library is
created to serve, but upon close reflection I think you will see it is just the
opposite. For what in fact will happen is this: the patrons of the library
will determine for themselves what its content shall be by the indelible
record of the use they make of it, stamPed on the date-due slip of every
book in the collection. The application of the Trueswell criterion for
withdrawal is merely a convenient device for removing books they indi-
cate no interest in, to make way for the others that they will use, and in a
sufficient number of copies so that one will nearly always be available
when it is wanted.
This approach differs radically from the traditional practice of
letting librarians and faculty decide exclusively, on the basis of
shockingly inadequate information, what books shall be available to li-
brary patrons. The cost of that practice is moving rapidly beyond so-
ciety's willingness to underwrite it. Even while they did support it, the
results were nothing to boast about, with patrons leaving the library
empty-handed half the time. When patrons are allowed to decide for
themselves what books a library shall hold, they will be much better
served than they are now, and at much lower cost.
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What is to be done with the 300,000 books we removed from the
Tower of Babel, and with the 50,000 we will remove each year hereafter
from the new Phoenix? If I say "Put them in storage," someone will
remind me that several years ago Ralph Ellsworth explored that matter
in his The Economics of Book Storage, and found storage to be an
uneconomic solution. The cost of identifying storage candidates, and
changing the catalog records, he reckons to be at least $1.00 per
book;7 that exceeds any savings to be realized from housing them in
cheaper off-campus real estate. But Ellsworth omits two considerations
that dramatically alter this economic picture. One is cooperative stor-
age, and the other is computerized catalogs and circulation systems.
With a system of national storage centers, the quantity of books
actually stored could be reduced by at least 90 percent through outright
discard of multiples that would flow in from many libraries. Academic
Iibraries in the United States currently add about 20 million vol urnes per
year, while the NUC records some 400,000 new titles annually. The ratio
of copies to titles may thus be roughly estimated at about fifty to one, and
it is a fair guess at this point that a similar ratio would obtain among
books going to storage.
For the advanced scholar who maintains that his research depends
vitally upon access to the sort of book that gets consulted only once in a
hundred years, these storage centers should be a precious blessing. For
that is the kind of book they will specialize in, and he will find them all
under one roof, whereas now he must travel throughout the nation to see
even a fraction of what those extraordinary libraries will hold.
The great promise of library automation has yet to be fulfilled. To
date the computer has turned out to be merely a new way of doing old
things in libraries: generating copy for card catalogs, compiling serials
lists, maintaining acquisition records, controlling circulation. And the
economic payoff has been disappointing, or worse. When the computer
is put to the task of large-scale uncataloging, and systematic collection
unbuilding, things we never did before, then it will truly be a new thing
under the sun, and the economic payoff enormous.
We have already taken a long step in that direction, with computer-
ized circulation systems, and the fabulous OCLC experiment in
7Ralph E. Ellsworth, The Economics of Book Storage in College and UniversIty Li-
brarIes (;\letuchen. N.].: ARL and Scarecrow Press. 1969), p. 81.
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computer-based cooperative cataloging. The next step will be to let the
computer systematically process circulation data and identify titles
either to be removed to storage, or duplicated to satisfy current demand.
Then, when the card catalog is fully displaced by the computer, as it is
bound to be in a few years, the computer can uncatalog a book for what it
now costs to circulate one, and complete the collection development
cycle for a fraction of the cost Mr. Ellsworth estimated.
People ask me how can we accurately predict the future demand on
a new book before we buy it, to avoid the expense of adding to the Phoe-
nix Library a book that will not be used. My answer to that is simple: I
don't know. For it is with books as with men: in their infancy it is hard to
guess what their worth will be at maturity. Sizeable errors of judgment
seem inevitable at the onset, and where library acquisitions are con-
cerned, it bothers me very little.
Over a period of decades the majority of our acquisitions turn out to
be "errors" anyhow, since the level of reader interest in them eventually
approaches zero, whatever it may have been at the outset. The cost of
buying some books that will never be read is negligible in relation to the
cost of housing all the books that have ceased to be read. When the latter
problem is dealt with, I favor making large errors in selecting new books,
to lessen the probability of making a worse mistake-failing to acquire
promptly a high percentage of the new books your patrons want to read.
There is nothing about the concept of the Phoenix Library that
compels a reduction in present intake rates of new books. Indeed the
intake rate may rise sharply, if the need exists, without any effect at all on
the size of the Phoenix collection. For when intake rates rise, so will out-
flow rates, and the system remains in perfect equilibrium. Conversely, if
it turns out the intake rate is greater than the demand situation war-
rants-and I believe this is certainly the case in all academic libraries
where serials are concerned-then the intake rate should be reduced, as a
matter of common sense, and still the collection size remains constant,
for there will be a corresponding drop in the outflow rate.
As to the Library of Babel, there is much about its concept that will
soon require a sharp reduction in current intake rates. It has been well
said that anything growing at exponential rates aspires to take over the
whole planet. Academic libraries have been doing just that in the twen-
tieth century, and if we do not apply the brakes ourselves, somebody else
will do it for us. The brakes in fact are already being lightly pressed by
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others, as witness the progressive disapPearance of capital funds for
creating new building space. The next logical step in that process will be
a sharp curtailment of acquisition funds, but not because of any absolute
scarcity of money for that purpose. Considering its relatively trifling size
in relation to total university budgets, money for acquisitions will not
disappear through any difficulty in raising it. It will vanish because no-
body will care to provide money to purchase books we cannot shelve.
It looks like a Hobson's choice to me: either we abandon Babel for
the Phoenix Library, or we forsake the acquisition of new books.
Having declared there are only two choices open to us, I immedi-
ately hear a voice asking, "But what about microfilm? If we cannot
enlarge our buildings, then let us drastically reduce the unit size of their
contents." That is no choice at all, for experience has already discredited
it. The highest growth rates in the history of libraries occurred simul-
taneously with the ascendancy and flourishing of microtechnology, a
paradoxical result that a moment's reflection will lay bare. We typically
acquire materials in microformat only when, for whatever reason, we
cannot or will not acquire them on paper. So micro-collections usually
turn out to be things we would not have acquired at all, had they not
been available in microformat; in that sense what microtechnology has
actually accomplished is a micro-increase in our total space problem.
Underlying most decisions to purchase micro-collections is, I
believe, an instinctive realization that such things will, with few ex-
ceptions, get little or no use once they are acquired. We all know that in
those rare instances where a significant demand arises for repeated use of
any item we own on microfilm, demand invariably arises to convert the
microfilm to paper copy, because of its superior legibility, and then we
are right back where we started. Would it not make more sense to forego
the purchase of the majority of our microfilm collections, and obtain
such items from a lending center only when a specific demand for them
arises, either in micro or paper format, depending on the nature of the
demand?
Doing that returns us directly to the Phoenix Library concept, with
low-demand items housed in a national cooperative, where they will be
promptly available to anyone on request, preferably in hard copy. Like
technology in general, microtechnology has allowed us to do things that
are both grandiose and useless, when closer thought would enable us to
accomplish more useful ends through more modest means. Technology
is not in itself bad, but any misuse of it certainly is; while microtechnol-
39
ogy provides some substantial benefits to libraries-as in, for example,
the preservation and storage of newspapers-the widespread misuse of it
has helped no one.
Of "The Library of Babel," Borges says that "other men, inversely,
thought that the primary task was to eliminate useless works....Their
name is execrated, but those who mourn the 'treasures' destroyed by this
frenzy, overlook two notorious facts. One: the Library is so enormous
that any reduction undertaken by humans is infinitesimal. Two: each
book is unique, irreplaceable but (inasmuch as the Library is total) there
are always several hundreds of thousands of imperfect facsimiles-of
works which differ only by one letter or one comma."
Where will you find those books? Where else but in the national stor-
age system I have proposed as a device to relieve us of the duty to create
the Library of Babel on every campus in the nation.
So the joke, you see, is on me. In prophesying the destruction of the
Tower of Babel, I have only succeeded in urging its re-creation, and its
indefinite survival. But there will be just one of them, not the 2000 we
have labored to create in the twentieth century. And when that one
threatens to grow intolerably large, we can properly reduce its least-used
portions to microfilm, and thus approach equilibrium in its size too.
"Where there is no vision," the Proverb says, "the people perish." A
clear look downward at what is going on today around the foundations
of our lofty tower may hel p us see, in time to avoid them, the hazards and
the folly of building too high. The narrator of the Book of Genesis says a
confusion of tongues seized the men who built that first Tower of Babel
on a plain in Shinar. Does anyone imagine a brighter destiny for the
builders of our times, who sought to make a name for themselves by
making two thousand replicas of that original mistake?
"We all make mistakes," Will Cuppy observed, "but intelligence
enables us to do it on purpose." Maybe intelligence will also enable us to
stop on purpose, before others compel us to call a halt, in ways that will
damage our mission as librarians. Jose Ortega y Gasset, who has been
called the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century, wants us to be-
come Policemen of the Book, an organization of censors, to guard
against the simultaneous existence of both too many books, and too few.
I maintain there is a better way than that. The road to it was paved
years ago by the unnoticed but momentous discoveries of an industrial
engineer named Richard Trueswell, who cared enough about libraries
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to find ways to make them work better in the service of real human
needs-work better, and at less cost too, than they have worked in the re-
cent past.
Sweet are the uses of adversity. When "lean-looked prophets
whisper fearful change," that is the time to turn bleak adversity into
bright opportunity. If philosophers insist we become policemen, then




Analysis of Aggregate Building and
Collection Growth Data, 1967-1974
By Claudia Schorrig-
SHELVING CAPACITY ADDED, 1967-1974
Data here are taken from Jerrold Orne's series of American aca-
demic library building re!X>fts, which appear in each December 1 issue
of Library Journal, and cover (with the exception of the five-year
cumulation noted below) building completions of the calendar year in
which the report appears. Orne excludes two-year college libraries from
his report, but includes Canadian senior institutions.
According to Orne (L], December 1, 1971, p. 3947), the total shelv-
ing capacity added in the five-year period 1967-1971 was 127,377,821 vol-
umes. This figure also includes Canadian libraries, whose added ca-
pacity must thus be subtracted to obtain a figure for U.S. academic
libraries. Adding Orne's individual listings for Canadian libraries on p.
3967 of the same LJ issue, I get a rounded total of 8,929,000 volumes
added shelf capacity. Subtracting this sum from Orne's grand total, and
rounding the result, gives us 118,449,000 volumes new capacity in
American academic libraries (excluding two-year institutions) for the
period 1967-1971. I obtained data for subsequent years simply by adding
all the listings in Orne's reports and in all categories except Canadian li-
braries. I count a renovation project as new capacity, except where Orne
has made a specific distinction between new and renovated capacity in
connection with a renovation project. Any error of interpretation here
would have the effect of making new building capa~ity appear some-
what larger than it actually was. Aggregate data from the seventy-eight
ARL university libraries over a nine-year period yield approximately the
same withdrawal rate. Data are taken from Academic Library Statistics,
-From her "Sizing Up the Space Problem in Academic Libraries," in Farewell to
Alexandria: Solutions to Space, Growth, and Performance Problems of Libraries, ed.
Daniel Gore (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1976),6-21.
43


































The difference between gross and net indicates a withdrawal of
4,351,541 volurnes over the nine-year period, or 7.3 percent of the to-
tal added.
For the volumes added during 1974, I have used the estimated
figureof24million, since the Bowker data only go through 1973. That
estimate is one million less than the figure reported for 1973.
Calculations
Volumes added, 1967-1973 (from Bowker Annual)
Volumes added, 1974 (estimate)
TOTAL
Less 10 percent (estimated intake of two-year
colleges)
Volumes added, 1967-1974, to four-year
colleges and universities
Volumes withdrawn, 1967-1974, from four-
year colleges and universities (based
on 7 percent of intake)
NET ADDITION TO COLLECTIONS
NET ADDITION TO BUILDING CAPACITY
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